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Songs for the Journey 

ii. Protection 
Psalm 121   Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 
 

- Power (v1-2) 
- Presence (v3-4) 
- Protection (v5-6) 
- Peace (v7-8) 

 
 
It was late in the afternoon. I’d been at school all day, back when I was a school teacher, and I 
came home and all I wanted to do was to go for a surf. This was when we lived in Sydney, and 
at the time we were staying in a beachside house beside this very secluded little beach, a cove 
nestled between two cliffs that seemed to catch and magnify every swell. 
 
So I ran down the steep pathway to the beach, and paddled out at the north end, using the 
current to take me out into the waves. I don’t remember if anyone else was out that day – it 
wasn’t unusual to be alone at our beach because of the steep path in and the dangerous waves. 
 
Anyway, I paddled out to the back and tried to catch a wave back in, but the riptide, the 
current, kept pulling me away from the beach, and towards the cliff where the waves were 
crashing heavily against the rock. 
 
For the first few minutes I was pretty calm. But as my arms got tired, as I watched the beach 
slipping further away, as I paddled and paddled and made no headway, I realized I was in 
trouble. If there was anyone else out, they were a long way away from me, too far to call out. 
And I was probably too proud to call for help anyway.  
 
But I got to the point where I started to think about what would happen if I couldn’t make it in. 
I wondered if I could just paddle into the cliff and take my chances with the pounding waves. 
(Not a great idea!) Or if I should let the rip take me out to the reef – a reef that puts you half a 
mile offshore, not somewhere you want to be when you’re exhausted, or as night falls… I was 
so tired I wondered if I might even drown… 
 
I remember looking up at the cliffs and wondering what to do.  
PAUSE 
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I wonder if you sometimes have that same feeling? That things are out of control. That you 
need help. That you’re just waiting for someone to come and rescue you, or pull you out of 
your trouble. Perhaps right now you’re wondering where help will come from? 
 
As we open our Psalm today, we find the answer to that question. A beautifully comforting 
answer. So why don’t we pray that God would speak into our trouble now, that he would 
remind us of his presence and his protection.  
 

Our Father, we thank you for the Bible, and the words recorded in it. We thank you that 
you speak to us through these words, and so we ask that you would speak to us today. 
Will you remind us of your power, your presence and your protection as we continue on 
our pilgrim journey, and will you give us peace. We pray this in Jesus’ name, amen. 

 
This morning we are continuing in our Summer Series in the Psalms. All summer we’ll be 
looking at Psalms 120-130. These are a collection of psalms that God’s OT people would sing on 
their way up to Jerusalem for the festivals three times a year, songs of pilgrimage – we’re 
calling them Songs for the Journey.  
 
Psalm 121 is one of the most well-known psalms. It’s one of my favourites, perhaps one of 
yours too. There’s even a version of it playing on Christian radio stations at the moment. 
 
It’s a poem broken up into four couplets, with each couplet building on the question asked in 
v1. So let’s get into it! 
 
i. Power (v1-2) 
Our poem starts by helping us see the journey through the pilgrims’ eyes: (v1) 
 

I lift up my eyes to the mountains— 
    where does my help come from? 

 
We’re drawn into the pilgrimage from the first line – our eyes see what theirs see, and the 
pilgrim’s question becomes our question. So you can imagine this trail of travellers, winding 
their way through the Judean hillside, looking up at hills that perhaps hold danger, hills that 
might hide bandits. The pilgrims were right to be wary of the hills. 
 
But that wasn’t the only thing hidden in the hills. The hills were also the place of pagan worship 
– the high places, altars to idols, shrines to fertility gods, gods of the harvest, gods to protect 
you from evil… 
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As the pilgrims look up into the hills, they know what the hills represent. 
 
And so the first two verses work together like a little set of scales, like a mirror image to ask us 
the same question – where does our help come from?  
 

I lift up my eyes to the mountains— 
    where does my help come from? 
2 My help comes from the Lord, 
    the Maker of heaven and earth. 

 
When we ask ourselves where our help comes from, the Psalmist holds up two options. You can 
look to the hills, or you can look to the Lord. You can look to idols and shrines and all kinds of 
manmade gods to help you, or you can look to the Lord who is the Maker of heaven and earth. 
The creator of all things. The one who put you here among the hills at this very moment. The 
God with proven power to save… 
 
Which one do you look to for help? 
 
If you’re from a Western background like me, you probably don’t have shrines or idols in your 
house, and you probably don’t visit shrines as part of your spiritual life. But plenty of people 
around the world do. And for Christians coming out of other religions, there is often a pull 
between the old religious ways and worship in Christ. 
 
That was the same for God’s OT people. They struggled to worship God alone. The fact that 
there were pagan shrines on the hillsides in the Promised Land shows that many Jews had kept 
a foot in both camps, worshiping both the God of the Bible, but also the gods of the people who 
lived around them. 
 
I wonder if that strikes a chord with you? We may not worship at pagan temples, but if we’re 
honest with ourselves, we often keep functional gods, things that we look to when we need 
help or comfort or assurance. Things that become our functional savior, as Martin Luther put it. 
 
‘Whatever your heart clings to and confides in, that is really your god, your functional savior.’ 
(Martin Luther) 
 
In the moment of trouble, that’s when our functional gods are often exposed.  
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The Psalmist was tempted to look to the hills. In our moment of trouble, we might look to our 
bank account for security. In the moment of criticism we might look to our job or education or 
social status for reassurance. In the moment of sadness, we might look to the gods of escape - 
drugs or alcohol or sex. In the moment of powerlessness, many turn to rage and violence. In our 
loneliness, we can make a husband or wife our functional savior, or having a child. I read a 
blogpost from a young woman who had made body image her functional savior, and that false 
god almost took her life.  
 
We might not have pagan shrines in our homes, but the gods of this age area all around us 
when we have eyes to see… 
 
So when it comes down to it, where do you go for help? 
 
PAUSE 
 
ii. Presence and Protection (v3-6) 
The rest of the Psalm directs our vision back towards God, the place where our help comes 
from. vv3-6: 
 

He will not let your foot slip— 
    he who watches over you will not slumber; 
indeed, he who watches over Israel 
    will neither slumber nor sleep. 
The Lord watches over you— 
    the Lord is your shade at your right hand; 
6 the sun will not harm you by day, 
    nor the moon by night. 

 
These verses tell us a lot about the pagan worship on the hills. There in v6, we see the fear of 
sun gods and moon gods, and the harm that they might cause. And so some people would go to 
go to the sun priest and pay for protection from the sun’s rays. The moon god was said to cause 
madness – it’s where we get the expression lunacy from. Again, travellers could pay from 
protection from the moon. Or from demons that would cause a pebble to trip them up. Or they 
could seek help from any of the other myriad gods, assuming the gods weren’t asleep on the 
job…  
 
Do you see the issue?  
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The presence of these pagan shrines taught people that the world is dangerous, that the world 
is out of control, that the gods are fickle and that you need to pay off the right people to keep 
you safe on the journey through life. 
 
But our Psalm teaches that this world is not out of control. You don’t need to pay off the gods 
to keep you safe. Instead you need to trust in the God who is in control. The God who never 
sleeps. The God who created you, and the God who watches over you. 
 
Because that’s the biggest idea to take home today – that God watches over you. It’s repeated 
6 times in vv3-8. It’s the refrain of this Psalm. God watches over you.  
 
We see from v4 that God watches over us in such a way that he is interested even in our 
individual footsteps. He’s not sleeping. He’s not on Facebook. He’s not distracted or distant or 
disinterested. Our God is watching over us every step of this journey that we make through life. 
 
In vv5-6 we’re reminded that God is our constant companion, with us in the daytime, and 
during the night. During the day he is our shade at our right hand – protecting us, shielding us, 
sheltering us. And his protection continues throughout the night – God doesn’t fall asleep or 
forget us or lose interest in us. He is intimately involved with us every step of the way. 
 
God is present with us, and God is protecting us. 
 
And that means that whenever we need help, he is there for us. We don’t need to look to the 
hills. We don’t need to look to our functional saviors. Our savior is already here. Our savior is 
already working behind the scenes of whatever is going on for you. He’s not surprised by your 
circumstances, or caught off guard. Your circumstances are all part of the plan that God is 
working out in this world, his plan to bring all things under the lordship of Christ like it says in 
Ephesians 1. And even though we may not understand all the details, this Psalm teaches us to 
trust in the one who is both in control, and who pays attention to us. 
 
That means when we pray, God is listening. It means when we worship, God hears. It means 
when we make progress in the Christian life, when we have a victory over a besetting sin, or we 
hold our tongue instead of lashing out, God sees.  
 
And it means when we are in pain, he is with us. It means when we are scared, he knows. 
Perhaps that’s why Paul reminds us in in Philippians 4:6, when we’re anxious and worried, to 
talk to God, to speak and ask and question and plead with him. Because in that moment, when 
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we draw near to God, we remind ourselves, and indeed he reminds us of his presence and he 
grants us the peace of his Holy Spirit, which transcends understanding.  
 
Because God is big enough to hear what you’re thinking – whether you’re sad, or angry, or 
afraid or frustrated. The relationship is strong enough for us to be able to speak candidly to God 
about whatever is going on in our lives. After all, he knows our thoughts and words before we 
speak them (Psalm 139).  
 
Similarly when we make mistakes, this Psalm reminds us that we can’t hide from God’s 
presence. He knows our weaknesses. Our sin isn’t hidden from God. Just like the pilgrim on the 
path constantly chooses between God and the hills, our Father knows when we make the 
wrong choices. He knows when we sin. But again, the gospel is not about saving ourselves, but 
about being saved by the only one who has the power to save. 
 
iii. Peace (vv7-8) 
And that brings us to the last two verses, which start with a big promise… 
 

The Lord will keep you from all harm— 
    he will watch over your life; 
8 the Lord will watch over your coming and going 
    both now and forevermore. 

  
The Lord will keep you from all harm… What could that verse possibly mean? 
 
In the context of the psalm, we could imagine it means that God will make life accident and 
injury-free for Christians, that we’ll never slip over, never get sun-burned, never get mental 
illness, just to use the health categories in Psalm 121. 
 
But life isn’t like that, is it. Even as Christians we experience challenges and dangers and illness. 
So how do we understand this part of the Psalm? 
 
There’s a few options. The first option is that God is a liar, and he can’t or won’t help us. The 
second option is that the Psalmist was just speaking in hyperbole, he was just being optimistic, 
it’s just niceties and platitudes.  
 
Or the third option, there’s a deeper way to understand the promises of Psalm 121. 
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I think the third option is the way we need to read Psalm 121. And it comes back to the idea 
that God is watching over us. That exact phrase is repeated twice in verses 7 and 8, but it’s also 
hidden in the idea of ‘keeping you’ from all harm in v7. So 3 times the Psalmist teaches that 
God is keeping watch over us – even guarding us from harm. 
 
It reminds me of what Jesus taught his disciples to pray in the Lord’s Prayer – lead us not into 
temptation and deliver us from evil.  
 
We have a God who has delivered us from evil. Through a pilgrim who would come centuries 
later, one would walk faithfully towards Jerusalem, looking not to the hills but keeping his eyes 
fixed firmly on his Father. A man who didn’t go to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices, but to become a 
sacrifice. 
 
And Jesus’ death on the cross means that we are ultimately protected from harm – that is, 
protected from the harm that our sin ought to cause us, because Jesus took the punishment for 
our sin instead of it being visited upon us. Jesus was harmed, to protect us from harm, if we can 
put it that way. 
 
I’ve spoken before about meeting Nelson Mandela’s bodyguard – this 6’4 man with eyes of 
steel who wouldn’t have hesitated to throw himself in the path of a bullet for the sake of the 
one he was protecting. Jesus did exactly the same for us. He has protected us from the biggest 
threat we could ever face – our own evil – so that we can continue in this life and the next. 
 
There is something very powerful in the idea that God is with us in our coming and our going. 
It’s not angels, or the saints who watch over us. It is none other than the Creator God who 
watches over us at every moment. The one who formed the sun and the moon. The one who 
made the hills. The one who never slumbers or sleeps. The one who counts the steps that we 
take, he is sovereign over all our days. 
 
And if God is sovereign over our lives, then he is also sovereign over those who would seek to 
harm us. Whether threats from other people, or from illness, or accident. Nothing happens 
without God’s knowledge. Nothing happens outside of his permission. And again that is a 
difficult concept to get our minds around, but God sees the world from a very different 
perspective. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle and he knows where all the pieces fit to make a beautiful 
picture.  
 
And what that means is that we needn’t walk through this life afraid. Even in the face of death.  
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Jesus taught us not to be afraid of those who can kill our bodies (Matt 10:28), because he knew 
that nothing can threaten our souls, when we have our lives hidden with God.  
 
And Jesus lived out those words. He faced those who would kill his mortal body, because he 
knew that God would watch over his life, both now and forevermore. 
 
The same is true for us today. Come what may, God is for us, not against us. He is with us, and 
the same power that raised Jesus from the dead will also raise our mortal bodies. 
 
Where does our help come from? Our help comes from the Lord. 
 
Let’s pray. 
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Prayers for 7.5.20 by Joanna Bidwell 
 
Lord we give you thanks for the opportunity to celebrate the 4th of July, our Independence Day. 
Thanks for time with family, for good food and the chance to enjoy a mid-summer relaxation. 
 
Father, help us to use this holiday to recall, reflect, and marvel at the reality of Christian 
dependence upon the Lord Jesus Christ. 
As believers, we pray that we would depend on Christ for our salvation, because it is only by his 
death and resurrection that our sins are forgiven, that we have a restored relationship with 
you, Father, and we have the dwelling of the Holy Spirit in us. Help us Lord depend each day on 
you, because you are for us and you love us. 
 
Lord, we pray for those suffering with sickness, uncertainty, stress, loneliness and worry. Please 
cause them to turn to you, to take refuge in you and to guide their hearts and minds to know 
peace and comfort in you. 
 
We give you thanks Lord, for those who join us in prayer for opportunities to outreach with the 
good news of the gospel with friends and neighbors. We pray that your people would be 
ambassadors of Christ in our local communities. We pray for those in our families and extended 
families to know salvation through Jesus, to have peace with you and trust in eternity to come. 
 
Father, we humbly pray these things in Jesus’ name. 
Amen. 
 
 
 

 
 


